Part 1: Origins
Michelle Mohammed: What was the project Natalie proposed to our class? What does an 'Escape Room collaboration' mean?
Mark Dickinson: To touch on the collaboration part of the ques tion, this project gave a unique opportunity that you don't see in many universities to work with people in totally different programs and find an understanding of our different strengths, vocabulary, and learning experiences that we bring from our re spective programs. This was also combined with a high level of interactivity with members of the community, like the curators of the museum itself.
Helena Ciuciura: And working with real-life patrons-there were the sponsors who were letting us design the escape room, there was the university that was providing the money, and the real-life people [participants] who were just walking in off the streets, which gave us the opportunity to interact with them.
Tarndeep Pannu: Yes, and I think it was when Brock was trying to make their courses 'experiential.' Bringing together these two disciplines, dramatic arts and interactive arts and science, that are already very experiential….The whole point of bringing these two groups together is to have the dramatic arts students bring their storytelling, their directing, and their stage-managing skills, whereas the interactive arts and science students were able to bring in their gaming knowledge, which was essential to the project. Creating an Escape Room | FEATURES Dylan Pineo: The escape room collaboration in this context meant the cross-curricular skills of the dramatic arts program and the interactive arts and science [IASC] program coming together to create a unique and educational escape room ex perience. I personally served as the lead game designer for the Cold War-era escape room. These roles were democratically elected at the initial outset of the project, but for the most part most people fell into their roles naturally, and everyone had a general idea of where and how they would be the most effective and helpful. Tarndeep: Also, at the beginning of the project, we were all required to create contracts that set out a template for how our creative process should go. For example, in the Cold War group, we decided that we would meet every Wednesday so that we could bring together all of our work. I do believe there was a lot of value for us meeting every week in the process of creating our storyline. Mark and Devin, our writers, would go home at the end of each meeting and make edits where they were needed. That way, our story wasn't rest ing on one person's shoulders-it was a collaborative process.
Helena: I think it had to be a collaborative process, especially be cause escape rooms are such a new and really kind of lucrative business in terms of combining performance, puzzle making, history, and story writing. They are a conglomeration of so many things. It is hugely popular and growing, but since it is so new, there is not a lot of research being done on it to draw from. We could do research historically and dramaturgically, but we couldn't really do a whole lot of digging into what es cape rooms should be like. The one that won was the one pitched by the IASC students. As a group, we talked through the entire story and created a sort of skeleton of it. Our writer would then go home and write the script and make changes as need[ed] as we went along.
Mark:
When writing the script for the Cold War storyline-you probably experienced this too, Michelle-it wasn't really fully done until pretty much the final day of the project because we were always making changes to suit the puzzles better or to make timing work better. I needed to wait until the IASC students were done making their game plot (which outlines the flow of the game) before I could complete certain sections of dialogue. The story was also at the whim of what is economic ally possible. For example, we wanted to have a prop bomb in the room, which was great for the story, but not entirely easy for props people to create and for the gaming folks to work into their puzzles.
Dylan:
The majority of my team's work was spent trying to create a number of paper prototype puzzles that could be tested with out actual props for their effectiveness in an effort to save time and budget. It's amazing what you can do with just pen and paper, and some basic game design, when it comes to creating an experience for customers/audiences. It is a bit odd, but the actual placement and implementation of the 'live' puzzle pieces took the least amount of time as it was quickly overshadowed by the sheer amount of overall testing that the rooms needed to be run through. My team and I would sit and observe run after run trying to see where puzzles weren't communicating effectively, when people were genuinely having fun, and where and when people began to become frustrated or discouraged. Even to this day, I wish we had had more time to put the rooms through more testing before the conclusion of the project as I periodically come up with an idea on how to fix an issue we had identified or a different kind of puzzle that would suit the gameplay better than an existing one. Given the limited time we had to actually create this project, I was very impressed with what we were able to produce together as a team.
Michelle: Now, the question everyone has been waiting for: What was the experience [like] collaborating with a different field of study?
Tarndeep: Discourse is important in creating a project. I think the experience I had collaborating with a different field is the use of different vocabulary. We talked about this from the very be ginning. As theatremakers, we have a vocabulary that we were taught and that we work with, and we take our roles very ser iously-this isn't to say that IASC doesn't take their roles ser iously, they just approach it differently. We're all about working collectively whereas our IASC friends were more individual. They would bring in their own work, and then figure out how to make it work together.
Michelle: I think our group acknowledged right from the begin ning that we were merging two different kinds of groups and we needed to find a middle ground that acknowledges every one isn't going to know everything all time. While in theatre we generally want everyone to know about everything hap pening, with a huge group like this and with the sort of work we were doing, it wasn't going to happen. If all sixteen of us were devising a play together, then yes, let's have everyone know everything.
Helena: There were certain things like the story where we did need everyone to know about it.
Michelle: Yes! True.
Helena: I think the puzzle makers going away and working on their own was not a problem for anyone in our group. It was a positive way to mesh those learning styles. I think that collab oration with Jim and Kathy, the museum curators, presented its own complication because they are also coming from their own world in terms of the history.
Michelle: They were like our client, and we were trying to serve a bigger purpose for them. Creating an Escape Room | FEATURES Dylan: Have you ever tried to understand Ancient Mayan? I'm fairly sure on more than one occasion that I might as well have been speaking it at the initial outset of the project when trying to explain how and why I was doing things for certain pieces of the project. And on several occasions, I had to have what I can only assume were some baseline dramatic practices ex plained to me several times before I could finally wrap my head around the concept. I'm more than happy to report that after a month or two we were beginning to understand as a team how to communicate much more effectively with each other, and it still stands out to me as one of the most educational aspects of my entire university career. We become so used to the ecosys tem and the kind of people within our own program that we sometimes can forget that what we assume are basic entry-level concepts are completely foreign to others, and we must learn to find a way to bridge that gap of communication in both our academic and professional careers. Michelle: In terms of collaboration, were any structures put in place to ensure a smooth, cooperative collaboration? Helena: I think even if you put structure in to ensure collective cooperation, there's going to be some running loose. There's go ing to be some wrenches thrown in. You [Michelle] had a voting system. We had a voting system, but there are times where one person is set on something and you just have to compromise. Tarndeep: Our structure, as mentioned before, was that we as groups created contracts, and every member signed and agreed to the contract. It is important that you have some kind of flex ibility and adaptability in the contract because you don't know ahead of time what kind situation could happen-especially when it is two disciplines meeting together.
Mark: It's also important to note that this was still a school pro ject. So we did have our professor, Natalie Alvarez-who is excellent and the best person around-to be there as a guide. She wasn't attached to any specific group, so she didn't have to give creative input or control us that way. She was there to make sure things were running smoothly. She was a mediator at times to resolve disputes. We are students after all, and this was our first time really working on something that was to be for the public permanently. She and Brock set up a professional environment that was also a bit laissez-faire to allow us the freedom we needed to make the project our own and get those important practical learning experiences.
Helena: I'd like to give a shout-out to another instructor, Gavin
Fearon, who helped a lot because many of us at this point hadn't sat in on the dramatic arts department production meet ings, and hadn't had an opportunity to learn how to make a budget or production schedule.
Part 3: Reflection
Michelle: Now that we've spoken about process, I am curious about what we all took away from the experience. We are now a year or so away from the process, so with a lot of time to reflect, I am curious what we think our biggest struggles and successes were.
Tarndeep:
Our biggest success right off the bat is that we cre ated two functioning escape rooms that were actually pretty good. The storylines flowed, and the puzzles made sense, and people enjoyed it. We helped the community within the Ni agara region. Helena: They are professional escape rooms. It was both encour aging and frightening that at the beginning of the project the IASC professors warned us that we were embarking on an im possible task with our budget and time. But we did it. People build escape rooms professionally, and we did it while being full-time students and running other shows at the same time.
And the IASC students also had their culminating projects as well.
Tarndeep: Going forward, a recommendation I would give is that there be a week set aside before the project starts just to get to know the people coming in from the different programs. It would have been great to spend more time with the IASC students before the actual project began.
Michelle: And see, I really disagree with you there, Tarndeep. I think one of the biggest lessons I took away was learning how to work with other people. I was appreciative of being able to encounter obstacles with different people because that's the real world.
Tarndeep: I still feel like it is very important to meet before the project starts because it is important to make sure the whole group understands that we are working toward a common goal-a goal that can get hard to accomplish, especially when we are students managing our own lives, and this isn't the only thing on our plates I think at times the discourse about the work became about who was putting in more effort than the other person, and that is something that happens everywhere, but I wish there were better ways to manage that.
Helena: I put in a lot, and I got a lot. I'm sure there are people who put in less and got less out of it than me. Maybe they got out how to make a puzzle, maybe they got how to approach com munication, but I know I got out not only theatrical and puzzle advancement, but I got out communication advancement.
Michelle: There are members of our year who did not take part in this course who say, "Thank god I didn't take part in that class. It sounded so difficult." And what I tell those people is this course prepared me for the real world more than any other course we've ever taken because of the collaborative process and what we were asked to do.
As hard as it is for different departments to come to gether because the mentality is so different, it is so important to have interdisciplinary work in university. The world is like Creating an Escape Room | FEATURES that, right? Who would have ever thought with a dramatic arts degree we would be making an escape room? It's taking what we are learning and using it for something that is not typical.
Mark:
Let's not forget you had a male-dominated program com ing together with a female-dominated program, and you don't get those experiences just anywhere.
Michelle: And, to be honest, two programs that get [ratted] on a bit by other programs. Since first year you're getting made fun of for [working toward] a dramatic arts degree and you have to prove that we learned valuable skills in our program.
That following summer during a job interview I talked about my experience in this class, and I got the job and helped them create their own room for a work event. So there. Realworld professional applications.
Dylan:
The biggest success is the same as any of my other projects: watching people play something that I had a hand in creating and getting to see them genuinely smile and have a great time.
It's a simple thing, but it never gets old. The biggest struggle was initially that communication barrier and after that was squished probably finding the right ways to tweak the rooms to have them run with such a small time frame.
Michelle: Okay-now the last question before we all part-if there was a magical time machine, what would you do differently next time-or if you could go back and do the process again?
Tarndeep: I think I would make the sustainability of the escape room the number-one priority. Again, as challenging as it was creating it, I wish there had been more effort to make it easy for Kathy and Jim to run the room after we had left. I think it is hard for a non-profit organization that doesn't have a lot of funding to hire actors and to hire people to keep the puzzles current. That was a big task for them once we left. So, to make sure that either students are hired after the fact or have the class run every year to continue developing everything-but I don't know a concrete solution.
Michelle: I think I would have tried to stop conflict before it could get there. I think I saw the red flags for potential conflict and maybe put too much trust in people and allowed things to go on, which of course allowed conflict to happen. I should have followed my intuition to solve the problem now before it turns into a[n actual] problem.
Helena: I have a somewhat similar thing. . . . I am significantly more willing to put my foot down after this process. I wish I had that in the beginning because there was so much back and forth where I was putting my trust in people and picking up slack when I could have stopped it.
Mark: I think that projects don't do too well with two writers . . . not that one writer was better than the other-I actually kicked myself a lot because I thought the other writer had some ideas that were way better than mine, and we did eventually find a good, happy middle ground between the two stories. But it just took so long, and there was too much talking about it. . . . And I just want to say that I hope Brock keeps this place on their radar because it would be nice to see a business program come in and look at it more financially to get that real-life experience. You don't see experiential education really permeating through all of the programs.
Dylan: There are about a million little things I would change puzzle-design-wise within the room. But I would love to do the project over again with the ability to simply have more time allocated to test people running through the room. I know pro fessionally I would be very hard pressed to agree to do a project like this again with such a small time frame and feel remotely comfortable with getting it done on time properly. Actual exe cution-wise, though, I think for something that was (for most of us) our first experience with that kind of physical game space, we did an excellent job and were all able to learn quite a bit.
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